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ABSTRACT
Student safety is a priority of administrators today and schools use a variety of threat assessment
protocols to reduce potential violence in schools. Risk factors and crisis planning are essential
components in building effective school safety plans. Research on mass school shootings identifies
practices that when used appropriately may serve as a warning for future actsof violence. This
descriptive quantitative study examined South Dakota school superintendents’ perceptions of threat
assessment. This study also sought to identify barriers to effective threat assessments. The results of
this research study show that superintendents in South Dakota view threat assessments as important.
Superintendents also perceive their threat assessment models as effective. The only threat assessment
procedure that did not have a relationship between importance and effectiveness was to intervene to
reduce the risk of potential violence (rho —+0.195, p—.067). Therefore, superintendents indicated that
the importance of intervening to reduce potential violence is extremely important, yet their threat
assessment plans were identified as very effective. This demonstrates a weak correlation of
importance and effectiveness in this area. Most superintendents surveyed conveyed that they use
some sort of threat assessment procedures noting that time and training were considered the largest
obstacles to implementation. The study also revealed the desire of South Dakota superintendents to
have amodel threat assessment that they could use or administer.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Safety in our schools is a fundamental right of our children and essential for the academic
success of the students we serve. Schools’ use of crisis planning, and emergency preparedness is an
important consideration of student safety. The last school fire fatality was in Chicago at Our Lady of the
Angels School in 1958 (Brendtro, 2005). There have been several school fires in the past four decades,
but why has it been so long since there has been a fire-related death in a school? According to Gillin and
Sherman (2015), U.S. fire departments responded to nearly 5,700 structure fires on education campuses
between 2007-2011. Data suggests that since the death of 95 students and teachers in that school fire in
1958 schools have better prepared for such events and even practiced fire emergencies. The problem I
researched was the relationship between school crisis planning, threat assessment, and school safety.
Schools with inadequate crisis plans may present a problem in terms of student safety. Crises range in
variety and intensity and may impact a single student or an entire community (Doe.gov, 2007). This
topic’s impact is timely as schools are continually looking for ways to serve best and protect students.
This study identified whether schools have and use threat assessment procedures as part of their crisis
planning.
According to Addington and Yablon (2011), most students feel safe when engaging in schoolrelated activities. However, school violence may appear quickly, and effective protocols may save lives.
Perhaps the preparations schools employ or the fact there are more school resource officers in schools
lends itself to helping students feel safe. Still, students may feel fear due to many factors such as security
features, gang presence, and the perception of risk, all of which influence the potential for increased fear
in school. Students attending urban versus rural schools and public versus private schools are also more
likely to be fearful (Addington & Yablon, 2011).
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Younger students and female students report fear in schools at a higher rate (Addington &
Yablon, 2011). This may be associated with their stature, lack of maturity, or physical limitations.
Studies suggest that students’ own experiences with victimization play a more significant role in whether
they are fearful in or around the school (Addington & Yablon, 2011). Exposure to violence or other
victimization, even at a low level, has negative effects on youth (Lesneskie & Block, 2016). Lower
achievement scores and higher absenteeism rates are often reported in students unengaged in school due
to fear. Creating an atmosphere where students are valued and feel safe reporting is essential to a
favorable climate. Regardless of the reasons, students need to feel safe in school to achieve their
potential.
Twenty years after the school shootings at Columbine High School, emergency preparedness in
schools has changed dramatically. Schools attempt to prepare for emergencies in and out of school
differently, even studying the time and travel students take before and after school (Addington &
Yablon, 2011). School leaders and concerned community members are asking, if not requiring, more of
school staff to protect their children. The individual attributes of crisis plans are left largely to individual
schools so determining effective components can be a challenge. However, increased parent
involvement and the implementation of plans that include all students may positively affect the feeling
of safety (Hall, 2016). Policymakers have implemented zero-tolerance policies, gun-free zones, and
hardening schools with metal detectors and cameras to yield positive safety results (Lee, 2013). While
these and other measures are important components, they alone do not ensure safety. Research promotes
a multifaceted approach to security, which includes crisis plans and the identification and prevention of
threats that may lead to crises (Department of Homeland Security, 2019).
Crisis plans have been used in schools for decades to plan for a crisis that interrupts the learning
environment and addresses issues such as vehicle accidents, deaths of staff or students, and even
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violence in schools (United States Department of Education, 2007). However, threat assessment is
relatively new to schools.
According to Reid (2011), threat assessment is the practice of determining the credibility and
seriousness of a potential threat, as well as the probability that the threat will become a reality. “To
understand the value of threat assessment, it is important to appreciate the difference between prediction
and prevention" (Cornell, 2010, p. 14). According to Astor and others (2005), programs individualized to
students and local schools are most successful due to individual attention. As noted earlier, making
students feel valued, through individualized plans, can create enhanced feelings of safety.
According to Cornell and Meng (2018), threat assessments were developed primarily for law
enforcement to protect public officials. Still, more and more schools are looking at threat assessments as
a tool to thwart school violence.
Law enforcement-initiated practice used by schools in conjunction with threat assessment is
ALICE and it is used if an armed assailant enters a school. ALICE stands for Alert, Lockdown, Inform,
Counter, Evacuate and it has become one of the standard training models for school active shooter
responses (https://Alicetraining.com). A veteran police officer developed it following the Columbine
school shooting in 1999 to keep his wife who was an elementary school principal safe if she was ever
confronted by a school shooter (https://Alicetraining.com). Another tool provided by law enforcement is
a database of averted school violence attacks created by the Office of Community Oriented Policing
Services (2020) as a platform for law enforcement, school officials, and mental health experts to study.
Learning from such attacks helps equip school leaders as they plan for school safety. Implementing best
practices, attending seminars, conducting ALICE training, and other safety measures to reduce threats is
a priority for school administrators (C. Passick, personal interview, January 29, 2020).
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Using programs that encourage a positive school climate or training for school personnel such as
ALICE on how to react to emergencies are common practices in schools today
(https://Alicetraining.com). Schools also implement school-wide initiatives or punitive consequences as
interventions for dealing with school safety.
Other variables administrators must consider when looking into potential threats are identifying
students with personality indicators such as poor coping skills, anger management issues, or lack of
attachment in school (Wetterneck et al., 2005). The identification of alarming student traits can be a
challenge. Crisis teams have the unenviable task of attempting to know their students well enough to see
changes in behavior or other potential tell-tale signs of a student in crisis. "Trying to draw up a checklist
of a potential shooter may be dangerous" (Cornell, 2018, p. 117). While these indicators must not be
viewed as profiling, these characteristics, when combined with multiple factors, could share a story of a
disgruntled student who may have the desire and means to harm. Acts of school violence are rarely
random. Studies by Lee (2013) indicate that attackers spent one to two days or up to a year planning.
School culture may have an impact on reducing school violence. Schools should strive to engage
students to create an atmosphere of respect and caring where students feel valued. Cole and others
(2015), shared programs such as the Taguiri’s model, which is a framework for developing a positive
school climate by integrating academic, behavioral, and safety initiatives. Thus, identifying students in
crisis and supporting them through individualized plans and other positive behavior supports may
promote a climate of respect and safety (Cole et al., 2015). Therefore, threat assessment may help to
prevent crises from occurring.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to determine superintendents’ perceptions of the importance and
effectiveness of their school’s threat assessment procedures in South Dakota, a rural state. First, this
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study determined if superintendents in rural communities perceived it as important to have a threat
assessment procedure. Second, the study determined to what extent do superintendents use elements of
threat assessment. Third, the study examined to what extent superintendents perceive the threat
assessment elements as effective. Fourth, the study determined if there is a relationship between
superintendents’ perception of the importance of threat assessment procedures and the effectiveness of
the threat assessment procedures they have implemented. Finally, the study determined what
superintendents perceive as the barriers to implementing an effective threat assessment.
Research Questions
The following questions guided this study:
1. To what extent do superintendents view threat assessment procedures as important?
2. To what extent do superintendents use elements of threat assessment?
3. To what extent do superintendents perceive the elements of their threat assessment as effective?
4. To what extent is there a relationship between superintendents’ perception of the importance of
threat assessment procedures and the effectiveness of the threat assessment procedures they
have implemented?
5. What are the barriers that superintendents perceive in implementing an effective threat
assessment plan?
Significance of Study
This study examined superintendents’ perceptions of effectiveness in the use of threat
assessments when evaluating potential threats in South Dakota Public Schools. The results show the
extent that crisis plans are used and if threat assessment models are part of those crisis plans. Finally, I
sought to understand if participants have a feeling of security because of the use of effective crisis plans,
and I described the outcomes for schools that are actively engaged in threat assessment use in their
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schools. South Dakota schools are considered safe schools, with only one school shooting in recent
years. Data from this study was shared with South Dakota school administrators to better equip them to
make emergency plans that deal with threats in their schools as well as increasing student behavior
challenges. This study encourages school officials to examine their crisis plans and discipline matrixes
and gauge their effectiveness.
Definitions of Terms
For this study, the following definitions were used:
Crisis Plan- A crisis plan is the physical manifestation of crisis management concerning the
creation of a real document – digital or otherwise – outlining a personal or organizational
reaction to a crisis.
Threat Assessment- Threat Assessment is the practice of determining the credibility and
seriousness of a potential threat, as well as the probability that the threat will become a reality.
Threat Assessment Team- Personnel assembled that use the written plan, paperwork, questions,
etc. that are used in determining risk.
School Climate- The quality and character of school life as it relates to norms and values,
interpersonal relations and social interactions, and organizational processes and structures.
Limitations of the Study
1. The study was limited to the superintendents in the State of South Dakota and may not be
generalizable to superintendents in larger populations.
Organization of the Study
This study is be divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 presents the introduction, the purpose of the
study, research questions, significance of the study, definition of terms, and limitations of the study.
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Chapter 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Many school shootings have led to the changes in emergency planning we see in schools today.
Those efforts most notably were a reaction to the April 20, 1999 shooting of 12 students and one teacher
at Columbine High School in Colorado. In most veteran educators’ minds, that event was the turning
point to emergency preparedness; however, school shootings and violence have been recorded for all of
history. The first reported school shooting occurred in 1760 (Lee, 2013) when a group of Lenape
American Indians entered a schoolhouse and shot and killed the schoolmaster and nine students. Since
that time, there have been more than 600 school shootings throughout history in the United States.
Schools face potential challenges when trying to prevent targeted violence. According to Reddy, Borum,
Berglund, Vossekuil, Fein, and Modzeleski (2001), there are four common assessment approaches used
in determining the risk of targeted violence. These include profiling, guided professional judgment,
automated decision-making, and threat assessment. For this study, I will briefly explain some of the
limitations of the first three models and concentrate my efforts on a more thorough review of threat
assessment.
First, profiling, while familiar to many people, has limitations in the school setting. Profiling is
analyzing a person's psychological and behavioral characteristics to assess or predict their capabilities.
Demographic information can be misleading and lead to profiling students by race versus the behaviors
that may lead to violence. This may lead to the question of the accuracy of such generalizations and
ultimately the effectiveness of the profile (Reddy et al., 2001). In contrast to profiling, the guided
professional judgment method interviews potentially violent students who are compared to individuals
within a database of that individual's population and relevant risk factors. One setback is that this
evaluation is normally performed by a licensed mental health professional, which most school
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communities do not have on staff (Reddy et al., 2001). The third method used to evaluate potential
violent students is automated decision-making. This approach uses complicated algorithms using
weighted risk factors to predict a student's propensity towards violence based on empirical research and
is specific to each case to render a decision. Using this method to determine the risk of violence has
proven unreliable to date (Reddy et al., 2001). The fourth and final approach I will discuss is threat
assessment. Reddy and others (2001) shared that threat assessment, the focus of this study, is a
deductive approach that focuses on the facts of the investigation rather than on the inductive procedures
of the first three approaches. The difference between the two is “deductive reasoning works from the
more general to the more specific…inductive reasoning works the other way, moving from specific
observations to broader generalizations and theories” (conjointly.com, 2020). The main advantage of
threat assessment is that it allows school officials to do the investigation to identify, assess, and manage
the potential threat (Reddy et al., 2001). Having school officials involved in the process is an advantage
as they know the students, the school, and the community. Before the explanation of the proposed
methodology, this chapter will provide insight into previous literature that investigated the problem.
School Shootings
It is important to understand the impact of school violence on the way schools conduct training,
crisis planning, and evaluate threat assessment. The following examples are some of the hundreds of
school shootings that have shaped school leader decisions on crisis planning.
Columbine. The Columbine High School massacre was a school shooting that occurred on April
20, 1999, at Columbine High School in Columbine, Colorado. Twelve students and one teacher were
murdered in a rampage by a pair of classmates. “In the aftermath of the shootings, many schools across
America enacted “zero-tolerance” rules regarding disruptive behavior and threats of violence from
students” (History.com Editors, 2020). Columbine is remembered by many educators as the first
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nationalized school shooting that changed the way administrators thought of school safety. The
shootings at Columbine were among the worst school shootings in U.S. history until April 16, 2007,
when the nation would once again feel the pain of another highly deadly school shooting.
Virginia Tech. The Virginia Tech shooting was a school shooting that occurred on April 16,
2007, on the college campus in Blacksburg, Virginia. Thirty-two students were murdered by a lone
gunman. The gunman had murdered two students in the early morning hours of April 16 before heading
to Norris Hall and attacking students and faculty while they attended class. History.com (2011) reported
that University officials had concerns with angry and violent writing assignments from the gunman and
that he suffered from mental illness. No assessment of his behaviors was noted.
Sandy Hook Elementary. The Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting occurred on December
14, 2012, in Newtown, Connecticut. Twenty elementary students and six teachers were killed by a lone
gunman. The scale of the massacre was magnified by the deaths of mostly six- and seven-year-old
children. According to Ray (2019), more students and staff would likely have perished if school officials
had not acted quickly to implement the school's established lockdown protocols. A motive was never
discovered, and the school was immediately closed and raised in 2016.
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School. A student gunman opened fire on February 14,
2018, with a semi-automatic rifle at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida,
killing 17 people and injuring 17 others. The gunman had a history of violent threats and actions. Rose
and Booker (2018) reported that, despite a long list of run-ins with police and school officials, the
shooter was never removed from school nor detained for his threats or actions. Some in the community
ask if this tragedy could have been avoided had officials analyzed these behaviors. A March 2018
analysis by the Washington Post found, that since the Columbine shootings in 1999, there have been 10
school shootings each year on average in the United States (washingtonpost.com, 2018).
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Student Characteristics of Violent Students
Lee (2013) contended there have been many articles written on school shootings, but little
research and scholarly work have been conducted as to the causes and factors leading to school
shootings. Several factors have been studied in terms of what causes school violence. Researchers want
to understand the characterization of shooters and determine ways to predict violence before it happens.
Many researchers have attempted to identify the traits of students who might engage in school violence.
There is no profile of students that can be counted on with certainty, but there are attributes to consider
that are common. Research indicated most school shooters were males between the ages of six and
eighteen. Student family structures and school achievement varied. A bias some researchers may possess
during this process is the thought that these students may have come from troubled homes or been low
achievers, but that is not what the research concluded: “2/3 of the attackers (63%) had never been in
trouble or rarely in trouble in school (Lee, 2013, p. 93). Lee (2013) found commonalities among school
shooters: alleged bullying events, non-compliance, and side effects with psychiatric drugs. Therefore, it
is important to research what intervention might be valuable to intercede prior to a violent event. School
officials need tools to evaluate potential violent students and situations, which will be examined in the
following section.
Origins of Threat Assessment
Threat assessment has been around for many years and is a response to the violence in schools
after a series of school shootings in the 1990s. Information gathered in a threat assessment investigation
should be vetted for concerning actions or conditions that suggest that the student of concern is planning
and preparing for an attack. According to Cornell and others (2018), Virginia became the first state to
mandate the use of threat assessments in its public K-12 schools. Threat assessment is an appropriate
tool for schools because it allows school officials to consider a wide scope of behaviors associated with
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school discipline and student actions. Student behaviors range from mild teasing to harassment to
serious physical altercations. Threat assessment is a systematic approach to distinguish the seriousness
of a threat or action and consider the unique factors that may have led to the behavior (Cornell et al.,
2018).
Woitaszewski and others (2018) reported that, while threat assessment has been around for years,
state mandates of threat assessments differ. Their study revealed that only one state had a specific
mandate in state statute for threat assessment (Virginia), while five others had varying standards
implying the requirement of a threat assessment policy. Another 39 states were provided resources for
threat assessment practices by their department of education. Cornell and others (2018) promoted
researching either the Virginia Model or the evidenced-based model provided by the United States
Secret Service as starting points for schools wishing to learn more about threat assessments. With more
research on threat assessments, more schools may feel confident implementing them.
In 2007, following the campus shooting at Virginia Tech University, the Virginia State
Legislature ordered all public institutions in the state to develop “threat assessment teams.” Threat
assessment can be viewed as a method of violence prevention ranging from threatening behaviors, such
as angry outbursts, to circumstances where weapons are suspected in schools, would be examined.
Schools bring school and law enforcement officials together to discuss potential threats and the
likelihood that said threats might be viable. Assembling the threat assessment team serves as an
opportunity for education, law enforcement, and mental health professionals to discuss and analyze an
incident before making a judgment as to the student’s motives.
According to Cornell (2010), there are four basic steps in threat assessment.
1. Identify threats - team assembles to review communications of threat to harm that was reported.
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2. Evaluate the seriousness of the threat - the team assesses the evidence involved and attempts to
substantiate the seriousness of the threat.
3. Intervene to reduce the risk of violence - if the team determines the threat is substantive, a risk of
harm is viable and potential victims are identified and law enforcement is involved.
4. Follow-up to monitor and re-evaluate the effectiveness of the safety plan - constant monitoring
and evaluation of the process and record-keeping involved with discussing potential threats.
Nekvasil and Cornell (2015) reminded us that threat assessment models have gained favorability as an
approach to school safety considering the negative impact of zero-tolerance policies and other
disciplinary measures such as school suspensions.
Continuum of Threats and Reporting
While there are few studies on school-based threat assessments, existing studies provide
evidence of their value. Cornell and others (2018) concluded threat assessment is an appropriate strategy
for schools because students often engage in a variety of behaviors ranging from mild teasing to more
moderate altercations and aggression in plain view of the school staff. Such observations allow
educators an opportunity to determine the seriousness of such altercations or possible threats. An
example of this type of observation strategy is The Virginia Student Threat Assessment, which was
developed at the University of Virginia. This assessment uses step-by-step procedures to gather
information and assess the seriousness of threats, while also taking action to secure the threat. Cornell et
al. (2018) reported that "a series of controlled studies have found that schools using this model
experience lower rates of peer aggression, more favorable student and teacher perceptions of school
climate, and lower use of out-of-school suspension" (p. 214). It is important to highlight that schools are
placed in a unique position to investigate such threats and actions before full-blown violence occurs and
having tools and protocols in place may reduce school violence before it happens. Threat assessment
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was developed as a systematic approach to violence prevention. The main objective is to keep students
in school by helping students resolve problems leading to threatening behaviors and reducing aggressive
actions (Cornell, 2018).
The perceptions of risk factors must be accounted for when looking at potential threats. The key
is being able to differentiate between realistic and unrealistic threats. Wetterneck and others (2005)
shared that the Federal Bureau of Investigation has categorized threats into three levels of risk: low,
medium, and high. A low-level threat is vague and lacks a direct plan. A medium-level threat is just that,
a little more prescribed, and offering more detail, but the threat still lacks key pieces such as initial steps
and action descriptors. A high-level threat offers direct evidence of planning and specificity and is
plausible (Wetterneck et al., 2005). The continuum of threats are shown in Table 1.
Table 1.
Continuum of Threats from Low to High
Continuum of Threats
*Figures of speech
*Jokes
*Fleeting expression of anger
* Attention-seeking. boasting
*Thrill of causing disruption
*Attempts to intimidate
*Warning of impending violence

School leaders need to be proactive in distinguishing between threats and keeping their schools
safe. In the past year, a local school was forced to implement their threat assessment team when a
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student was overheard making a generalized threat to a friend to not come to school tomorrow. That
statement was reported to school officials who acted. Established procedures were to secure the situation
and investigate the risk or potential threat. School officials did so, involving school administrators, local
law enforcement, school counselors, teachers, and parents. In this situation, evidence eventually showed
the risk of a potential shooting was limited, but it did indicate other mental health concerns of that
student as well as concerns with other students. The threat assessment plan worked as intended. First,
students heard and recognized a potential threat and shared what they heard with school officials. This is
perhaps the most important part of the plan as it engages students to be part of the solution for school
safety. Cornell (2018) stated threat assessments cannot prevent violence unless students and parents
understand the need to report threats. In the scenario above, both understood the need. Second, the threat
assessment team was alerted and began investigating once the threatening student was removed. Third,
as details emerged, more team members were brought in to share their history with the student, and the
threat was rated as medium, meaning he had some thought of violence but was unlikely to have the
resources or the means to carry out a threat. Finally, law enforcement, mental health professionals, and
the parents were involved in the removal of the student into a treatment facility. Due to the use of this
threat assessment procedure, a potential school shooting was averted, and a student in need of mental
health services was provided an opportunity to receive them.
A noted threat assessment model is the Virginia Threat Assessment Model. It was developed by
the University of Virginia with recommendations from the United States Secret Service and the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (Cornell & Allen, 2011). The Virginia Guidelines endorse specific training for
school officials and the use of a multi-disciplinary team to evaluate a student's behavior to determine the
cause of a threat before it escalates (Nekvasil & Cornell, 2015). This approach prefers to identify student
frustrations and deal with cases on an individual basis versus a zero-tolerance approach to discipline,
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therefore, consequences are based on the seriousness of the interactions and not from a one-size-fits-all
approach. The multi-disciplinary team investigates the incident, talks with the students involved, and
determines the extent of the threat. The multi-disciplinary team is made up of school officials such as
administrators, school counselors, teachers, and perhaps law enforcement and outside mental health
officials (US.DOE, 2020). Like other threat assessment models, The Virginia Model uses a tiered
approach referred to as the Comprehensive School Threat Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG) to evaluate
the seriousness of a threat. Nekvasil and Cornell (2015) shared those threats are evaluated on a decision
tree, and classified as transient, meaning they are deemed less serious, to substantive, indicating the risk
of carrying out the threat was high. Staff evaluates the seriousness of threats, and if they determine the
threat is transient, generally, in the realm of a figure of speech or expressions of anger that are deemed to
not be a risk, the students are dealt with and reprimanded. If the threat is considered substantive or of
higher possible risk, such as a fight or threat of violence, the threat assessment team determines the
appropriate protective action. That action may include a safety evaluation, law enforcement intervention,
or mental health evaluation (Nekvasil & Cornell, 2015). These guidelines are shown in Figure 1.
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Notwithstanding, CSTAG offers a guide to offer school officials a measure to determine if a
student threat is serious requiring action or is transient reflecting no serious intent. By distinguishing
between the threats school officials can better react to the situation and avoid over-reacting to a transient
threat and focus their attention on truly substantive threats which may occur in their school (Cornell,
2019).
Pascopella (2008) shared that threat assessment plans trigger a response by school authority
figures once someone witnesses or hears a threat. Threat Assessment in Schools is a guide written by the
United States Secret Service and shares six principles to consider (National Threat Assessment Center,
2019):
1. Targeted violence results from an understandable process of thinking and behavior. Attackers
almost always think or plan their attacks in advance.
2. Targeted violence stems from interaction with the person, situation, setting, and target. Is a
person isolated, bullied, or seen as an outsider, and do they have someone they could target?
3. An investigative and inquisitive mindset is critical. Check the facts of the situation.
4. Effective assessments are based on facts, not characteristics or traits. Profiling students is
ineffective and may distract from real risks.
5. An integrated systems approach should guide threat assessment investigations. Relationships
with other agencies are critical to helping identify all pertinent information of attackers.
6. Every threat should receive prompt attention. Distinguishing between a student who poses a
threat and one who makes a threat is an important attribute.
Student conflicts and other problematic behaviors are common in schools today. Threat
assessments offer schools an opportunity to intercede in an impactful way to detour behaviors before
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they turn violent. School officials at the heart of the threat assessment investigation offer a positive
outcome and may enhance a positive school experience in comparison to other disciplinary alternatives.
Crisis Plans in Relation to Intervention and School Practices
Schools use a variety of methods to ensure student safety. Crisis plans are among the most common.
According to the United States Department of Education, Office of Safe and Drug-Free Schools, crisis
plans are documents used to establish a response to emergencies and typically prepare schools in the
areas of mitigation and prevention, preparedness, response, and recovery. Each of these is displayed in
Table 2.
Table 2.
Four Phases of Crisis Management
Mitigation and Prevention
The goal of mitigation is to decrease the need for a response as opposed to simply increasing
response capability.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Connect with community emergency responders to identify local hazards.
Review the last safety audit to examine school buildings and grounds.
Determine who is responsible for overseeing violence prevention strategies in your
school.
Encourage staff to provide input and feedback during the crisis planning process.
Review incident data.
Determine major problems in your school with regard to student crime and violence.
Assess how the school addresses these problems.
Conduct an assessment to determine how these problems—as well as others—may
impact your vulnerability to certain crises.

Preparedness
Good planning will facilitate a rapid, coordinated, effective response when a crisis occurs.
•
•
•
•

Determine what crisis plans exist in the district, school, and community.
Identify all stakeholders involved in crisis planning.
Develop procedures for communicating with staff, students, families, and the media.
Establish procedures to account for students during a crisis.
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Gather information about the school facility, such as maps and the location of utility
shutoffs.
Identify the necessary equipment that needs to be assembled to assist staff in a crisis.

Response
A crisis is a time to follow the crisis plan and make use of your preparations.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Determine if a crisis is occurring.
Identify the type of crisis that is occurring and determine the appropriate response.
Activate the incident management system.
Ascertain whether an evacuation, reverse evacuation, lockdown, or shelter-in-place
needs to be implemented.
Maintain communication among all relevant staff at officially designated locations.
Establish what information needs to be communicated to staff, students, families, and
the community.
Monitor how emergency first aid is being administered to the injured.
Decide if more equipment and supplies are needed.

Recovery
During recovery, return to learning and restore the infrastructure as quickly as possible.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Strive to return to learning as quickly as possible.
Restore the physical plant, as well as the school community.
Monitor how the staff is assessing students for the emotional impact of the crisis.
Identify what follow-up interventions are available to students, staff, and first
responders.
Conduct debriefings with staff and first responders.
Assess curricular activities that address the crisis.
Allocate appropriate time for recovery.
Plan how anniversaries of events will be commemorated.
Capture "lessons learned" and incorporate them into revisions and training

(Department of Homeland Security, 2007)
Youth take comfort in adults keeping them safe, whether that be their physical safety or
emotional support. According to Shah (2012), under the Obama administration, high-quality emergency
management plans, along with dollars for paying extra counselors, were allocated to schools to improve
school climate. School climate is often mentioned as a presumptive attribute to safe schools. An
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important element of an effective crisis plan is the use of a threat assessment as a tool for identifying
potentially dangerous behaviors. According to Nekvasil and Cornell (2015), the goal of emergency plans
is to protect victims of potential violence and provide for the educational provisions of the student. This
can be done by resolving smaller behavioral incidents such as bullying or teasing at a lower level before
escalating towards a more dangerous event. Threat assessments as part of crisis planning can provide the
framework to do so. In a study by the United States Secret Service National Threat Assessment Center
(2019), most attackers display a variety of lower level concerning behaviors that may go unrecognized
such as angry or depressed mood, conflicts with others, or interest in violent topics. Behaviors such as
these are part of a “constellation” of behaviors that should warrant some interest. Couple this with a
threat assessment procedure that identifies behaviors and information from a variety of sources and a
preventative measure may be in place to identify potential risks. Having a crisis plan and acting can save
lives. Although schools’ circumstances are different, the need for organized and well-constructed plans
is essential to preparing staff for uncertain events. This study will evaluate the perceptions of
superintendents to the value of threat assessments as part of crisis planning.
Other Threat Assessment Models, Practices, and Notification Systems
Another factor that may be related to school safety is the perception of school size. Schools in
urban areas or schools with large numbers of students in one attendance center may have more
resources, but some consensus can be found that smaller schools may have better educational outcomes.
In a study by Bakioglu and Geyin (2009), conducted with 194 educators and 1420 students, it was noted
that “when the school size goes up, perception of educators in safety problems increases” (p. 4). One
possible reason is, in smaller school settings, students may know each other better and, therefore,
established norms and expectations are conveyed and thus reduce potential negative problems such as
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vandalism and violence (Bakioglu & Geyin, 2009). South Dakota school sizes vary greatly, so safety
perceptions of superintendents may also vary.
According to Cornell (2018), the University of Virginia in 2014 completed a study examining K12 schools’ use of threat assessments as part of the state’s initiative to improve school safety. Goals
identified in the study include 1. Determine how student threat assessment is being implemented and 2.
How additional training might improve implementation. Findings indicated that 1,082 Virginia K-12
schools reported 5,586 student-related threats. Of those, 2,952 were threats to harm others, 2,420 were
threats to self-harm, and 220 were threats to harm others and themselves. Male students in grades four
through nine were the highest perpetrators of threats. A positive outcome of the study was the high
referral rate of students receiving student services (Cornell et al., 2016). While threat assessment can
lead to the stoppage of a violent event, the outcome often leads to at-risk students receiving counseling
or other mental health evaluations. This is a positive outcome despite the perceived disciplinary nature
of the incident.
Furthermore, in many cases of violence at schools, the student making the threat did not act
alone or at least act without notice to someone. Wetterneck et al. (2005) reported “most often a peer
(93%), such as friends, classmates, or siblings received prior knowledge of the attack” (p. 155). Schools
are employing new strategies to deal with bystanders or others who may know of potential future
violence. Programs such as Stand Up For School Safety or STOPiT are anonymous apps that promote
bystanders to report possible threats or even self-harm actions. These apps can be used to anonymously
alert your organization to inappropriate conduct or safety concerns such as harassment, bullying, weapons
possession, or other safety concerns. Once an anonymous message is received, an alert is sent to local
law enforcement and school administration with details to investigate. Video, text, and email messages
may be used to heighten awareness or converse anonymously with someone who can help. Another
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program is If You See Something, Say Something. This program encourages classmates who may have
information on potential violence to say something to school authority figures once they become aware.
The If You See Something, Say Something® campaign is supported by the U.S. Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) for the purpose of creating a nationwide campaign and disrupting violent and
terroristic actions. Most importantly, apps and programs help promote safety and act as deterrents to
violence in schools.
Summary
In review, this chapter introduced the history of school violence and highlighted some of the
significant acts of school violence that have shaped the practices and procedures schools use to intercede
before an incident occurs. From perhaps the most noted school shooting at Columbine High School in
1999 to the most recent school shooting at Senora High School on September 16, 2020, educators are
left working on safety plans that address school violence. Since violent students come from varying
educational backgrounds and economic statuses and few discernable traits exist to identify violent
perpetrators, threat assessment has become a tool used in the educational setting. It allows students to be
viewed through many lenses to assess a threat before taking disciplinary actions. CSTAG developed by
Dewey Cornell and colleagues at the University of Virginia is a model intended to prevent violence by
identifying and mitigating serious threats (Cornell, 2020). Brett Garland, Director of the South Dakota
School Safety Center states that a majority of attackers developed their plan to harm others over time
and that 81% of attackers told a friend, sibling, or schoolmate of their plans (B. Garland, personal
communication, August 6, 2021). Ensuring student safety requires vision and leadership along with a
team approach. Threat assessment procedures and anonymous reporting systems can promote an
evidence-based approach to school safety (National Threat Assessment Center, 2019).
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Chapter 3 provides the methods I used in my study and is segmented into the following sections:
Purpose of the Study, Research Questions, Population, Research Design, Instrumentation, Data
Collection, and Data Analysis.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to determine superintendents' perceptions of the importance and
effectiveness of their threat assessment procedures in South Dakota, a rural state. First, this study
determined if superintendents perceive it as important to have a threat assessment procedure. Second,
the study determined to what extent do superintendents use elements of threat assessment. Third, the
study examined to what extent do superintendents perceive the elements of their threat assessment as
effective. Fourth, the study determined if there is a relationship between superintendents' perception of
the importance of threat assessment procedures and the effectiveness of threat assessment procedures.
Finally, the study determined what superintendents perceive as barriers to implementing an effective
threat assessment.
Research Questions
The following questions guided this study:
1. To what extent do superintendents view threat assessment procedures as important?
2. To what extent do superintendents use elements of threat assessment?
3. To what extent do superintendents perceive the elements of their threat assessment as effective?
4. To what extent is there a relationship between superintendents’ perception of the importance of
threat assessment procedures and the effectiveness of the threat assessment procedures they
have implemented?
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5. What are the barriers that superintendents perceive in implementing an effective threat
assessment plan?
Population
The population for this study was 150 K-12 public school superintendents in the State of South
Dakota. South Dakota is a largely rural state with school district sizes ranging from fewer than 100
students to over 20,000 students. There are a few urban areas within the state, but most schools will
identify as rural due to their lack of industry and population density. Access to superintendents’ email
contacts was gained through the South Dakota K-12 Data System. Superintendents were offered a
window of time in which to respond to the survey.
Research Design
This descriptive research was conducted via survey design. According to Creswell (2018),
surveys are useful in research and provide a quantitative description of trends and opinions of a
population by studying that population sample. Survey instruments are useful in allowing the researcher
to make inferences and generalize the outcomes to a general audience. An electronic survey approach
was conducted as the preferred method, namely, due to the availability of the superintendents' email
addresses and the expected quick turnaround and response rate. This is considered a strength in that the
ease of the survey should promote a better response rate. The data collected was intended to be crosssectional where superintendents report back within a few weeks of receiving the survey invitation and
not extended over time. A limitation of the electronic survey method may be superintendents not
participating due to the volume of emails and survey invitations they are receiving at this time.
Instrumentation
A researcher-developed survey instrument was used to gather data developed by this researcher
based on the review of literature from Dewey Cornell and other professional practitioners (Survey
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Matrix Appendix A). Participants used a five-point Likert Scale to rate their perceptions of the
importance and effectiveness of superintendents completing the survey. A Likert Scale is a type of
rating scale used to measure attitudes or opinions. Survey research involves collecting data and
gathering the superintendents' opinions. Demographic information was sought including questions on
the gender of the superintendent and years of experience, along with school demographic information on
school size, location, and the makeup of their school threat assessment teams.
The survey was divided into five parts:
A) Rate the importance of the parts of your threat assessment plan
B) Rate the effectiveness of the elements of your threat assessment plan
C) Elements of your threat assessment plan
D) Barriers to implementing an effective threat assessment plan
E) Demographic information
Section A is comprised of four questions that were developed as a synopsis to the four basic threat
assessment steps created by Cornell and others (2010). These questions are designed to elicit
superintendent perceptions of importance to their evaluation of a threat, the attempted mediation and
response of the threat, and if their plans call for a continual evaluation of their threat assessment.
Section B asks superintendents to rate the same aspects of their threat assessment plan for effectiveness.
The four questions are aligned with the school threat assessments model (Cornell et al., 2010). Section C
is made up of six questions and was developed to seek superintendent input on the elements of their
threat assessment plan. Section D studies superintendent perceptions on barriers to implementing
effective threat assessment plans. Inspiration for these six questions comes from the research of many
articles on school violence but finding there was not much written on why schools do not implement
proven threat assessment plans.
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Section E provides the demographic background of participants of the study.
A survey matrix was developed to verify content validity. A panel of retired superintendents and
superintendents living outside South Dakota were asked to critique the survey instrument to provide
feedback and clarity of the questions and assess the content.
Data Collection
Once IRB approval was obtained, data for this research were collected via a survey created in
Qualtrics. The self-administered survey was sent to the school superintendents of approximately 150
public schools in South Dakota via email addresses obtained from the K-12 Data System.
Superintendents were be given two weeks to complete the original survey at which time a reminder
email was be sent to superintendents who had not returned the survey requesting they complete it within
the next week. Schools were organized based on their student population.
This format offered the participants an easy and accurate format for submitting their responses
which could be quickly tabulated into useful results. The human subject consent form attached to the
electronic survey is provided in Appendix C. Each participant was emailed a link to the survey in early
May. Follow-up emails were sent after two weeks to those participants who did not complete the initial
request.
Data Analysis
Importance of Threat Assessment. The importance that superintendents view of having a threat
assessment (Research Question 1) was determined by calculating the means and standard deviation for
each of the survey items in Part A and the overall importance average.
Use of Elements of Threat Assessment. The use of elements of threat assessment (Research
Question 2) was determined by calculating the frequencies and percentages of survey items in Part C
and the mean and standard deviation of the sum of those items.
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The Effectiveness of Threat Assessment. The extent that superintendents perceive the elements
of their threat assessment are effective (Research Question 3) was determined by calculating the means
and standard deviation of each of the survey items in Part B and the overall effectiveness average.
Relationship between Importance and Effectiveness of Threat Assessment. The relationship
between superintendents’ perception of the importance of the threat assessment elements and their
perception of the effective use of elements in their policy (Research Question 4) was tested using
Spearman correlations for each threat. According to Laerd Statistics (2020), Spearman's rank correlation
coefficient named after Charles Spearman looks at the relationship between two variables. A correlation
is considered high when the two variables have a close or similar rank and a low correlation when the
rank between the two variables is dissimilar. Bonferroni correction was used to alter the p-value to a
more stringent value and help control for Type 1 error. The barriers that superintendents perceive in
implementing an effective threat assessment plan (Research Question 5) was determined by calculating
the means and standard deviation of survey items in Part D and the overall average barrier rating. The
demographic profile of the participants was described by calculating the frequencies and percentages in
Part E of the survey.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This chapter included a review of response rates, demographic data, the methodology used, and
the findings for each of the five research questions. Research questions one, two, and three examined
whether superintendents used some sort of threat assessment model and if they viewed it as important
and effective. Research question four examined the perceived relationship between the superintendents'
view of the importance and their plan's effectiveness. Research question five asked superintendents to
share the barriers they encounter to implementing an effective threat assessment plan. Open-ended
responses and feedback from the superintendent survey were also noted. Research questions asked
participating superintendents for their perceptions of threat assessment in the areas of importance and
effectiveness. Participants answered each question on a five-point Likert scale (1=Extremely
Important/Effective; 2=Very Important/Effective; 3=Moderately Important/Effective; 4 Slightly
Important/Effective; 5=Not at all Important/Effective). The scale was interpreted as follows: 1.0-1.59
Extremely Important/Effective; 1.6-2.49 Very Important/Effective; 2.5-3.29 Moderately
Important/Effective; 3.3-4.29 Slightly Important/Effective; 4.3-5.0 Not at all Important/Effective.
Response Rate
The survey used in the study was created in Qualtrics, a web-based platform. The survey was
sent to 149 superintendents in South Dakota and was available from May 7, 2021-May 21, 2021. During
this time 106 superintendents responded to the survey with a response rate of 71%.
Superintendent’s Perceptions of the Importance of Threat Assessment
Superintendents perceived that all the threat assessment procedures were important (Research
Question 1). Intervening to reduce violence was most important to superintendents (M=1.24, SD=.50),
indicating that nearly all the respondents viewed this as very important to extremely important. The
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lowest perceived importance, yet still strongly supported, was following up and re-evaluating your
safety plan with (M=1.55, SD=.65). The response indicates most participants believed this procedure
was very important to extremely important with a few identifying following up as only moderately or
slightly important. Identifying threats landed at (M=1.33, SD=.57) and distinguishing the seriousness of
threats at (M=1.39, SD=.64) respectively. Again, both samples indicate extreme importance. See Table
3.
Table 3.
Importance
Importance of Having in Your Plan
n Mean
SD
To Intervene to Reduce the Risk of Potential Violence
95 1.24 0.50
To Identify Threats
95 1.33 0.57
To Evaluate and Distinguish the Seriousness of Potential Threats
95 1.39 0.64
To Follow up and re-Evaluate Your Safety Plan
95 1.55 0.65
Scale:1.00-1.59 Extremely Important; 1.60-2.49 Very Important; 2.50-3.29 Moderately Important; 3.34.29 Slightly Important; 4.30-5.00 Not at all Important
Superintendent’s Perception of the Effectiveness of their Threat Assessment Plan
Superintendents perceived that their threat assessment plans were effective (Research question
2). All four procedures fell within 2.30-2.43 on average on the 1-5 Likert scale indicating participants
rated their plans as moderately to very effective. Intervening to reduce violence was most effective by
respondents (M=2.30, SD=.97). Following closely was Identifying potential threats at (M=2.35,
SD=.83) and Following up at (M=2.38, SD=98). Participants reported Distinguishing potential threats
as least represented at (M=2.43, SD=.88). See Table 4.
Table 4.
Effectiveness
Effectiveness of the Elements of Your Plan
To Intervene to Reduce the Risk of Potential Violence
In Identifying Potential Threats
To Follow up and Re-Evaluate Your Safety Plan

n
91
92
91

M
2.30
2.35
2.38

SD
0.97
0.83
0.98
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In Evaluating and Distinguishing Between Potential Threats
91 2.43 0.88
Scale:1.00-1.59 Extremely Effective; 1.60-2.49 Very Effective; 2.50-3.29 Moderately Effective; 3.304.29 Slightly Effective; 4.30-5.00 Not at all Effective
The Relationship Between Superintendents’ Perception of Importance and the Effectiveness of
their Threat Assessment Plan
The relationship between superintendents' perception of the importance (Research question 1)
and the effectiveness of their threat assessment plans (Research question 2) was determined using the
Spearman's rho coefficient which indicates if there is a correlation between superintendents' view of the
importance of threat assessment plans and the perceived effectiveness of their own threat assessment
plans.
Three of the four threat assessment procedures indicated a relationship between the importance
and the effectiveness of identifying threats (rho=+0.309, p=.003), the importance and effectiveness of
evaluating potential threats (rho=+0.340, p=.004), and the importance of following up and evaluating
your threat assessment plans (rho=+0.475, p=.001).
The only threat assessment procedure that did not have a relationship between the importance
and the effectiveness was to intervene to reduce the risk of potential violence (rho=+.195, p=.067).
Therefore, superintendents indicated that intervening to reduce potential violence was extremely
important (M=1.55), yet effectiveness of their own threat assessment plans were considered very
effective (M=2.30). See Table 5.
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Table 5.
Correlation Matrix of Importance and Effectiveness
Question Importance & Effectiveness

Spearman Prho
Value
To identify threats
.309
.003
To evaluate seriousness
.340
.004
To intervene
.195
.067
To follow up and re-evaluate
.475
.001
Scale: Below 0.16- negligible, 0.16-0.29- weak, 0.3-0.49- modest, 0.5-0.69- moderate, 0.7-0.89- strong.
0.9-1.0- very strong
Superintendents’ Use of Threat Assessment
Of the superintendents, 72 percent reported the use of threat assessment in their schools
(Research Question 2) with 23.3% not using threat assessments as part of their protocols. Most
respondents (56.8%) indicated they had a written plan to identify threats and 77.5% investigated threats
but did not use a formal threat assessment tool. In response to specific details on their threat assessment
plan, 39.8% of superintendents stated their written plan identifies intervention techniques to reduce
violence, leaving 60.2% without techniques to consider. Fifty percent of superintendents indicated their
written plan has an evaluation element as part of their safety plan. See Table 6.
Table 6.
School Plan

Threat assessment is part of your district crisis plan response.
Your school investigates potential threats but does not use a
formal threat assessment tool.
Your school has a written plan to identify threats.
Your school has a written plan that identifies intervention
techniques to reduce potential violence.
Your school’s written plan has a procedure for evaluating your
safety plan.

n
88

Yes %
72.7

No %
27.3

88

77.5

22.5

88

56.8

43.2

88

39.8

60.2

88

50.0

50.0
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Barriers to Implementing an Effective Threat Assessment Plan
Superintendents did not perceive any of the barriers as impacting their ability to implement their
threat assessment plan. The barrier with the least impact was not understanding what threat assessment
is (M=3.15, SD=1.30). All the barriers were within 1.06 of one another indicating that most participants
responded that the items listed were considered barriers or were more neutral in response. It should be
noted that on average three to even fewer respondents answered this question than previous questions
indicating superintendents did not feel barriers were an obstacle or they preferred not to answer. See
Table 7.
Table 7.
Barriers
Barriers
Time
Training
Lack of followthrough
Cost
Community reaction
Not understanding

n
88
87
88

Mean
2.09
2.44
2.93

SD
1.06
1.22
1.14

88
88
88

2.99
3.11
3.15

1.18
1.24
1.30

Open-Ended Responses
Six open-ended responses tied directly to the research questions being studied. The
superintendent responses fell into the theme of crisis plan management and execution. See Figure 2.
Figure 2
Open-Ended Responses
•

“One of the most challenging aspects to the management of "Threats" within the K-12
setting is determining when to communicate with families. Additional research and
investigation into best practices within this area would be beneficial.”
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“We should review our plan more often than we do! when we do it is typically a large
group including County Emergency Management team, Sheriff dept., City PD, EMT,
FBI, etc. Our review is often followed by a full-scale exercise conducted in one of our
schools with multiple agencies involved.” “We have a plan but assessing is a new term
when it comes to Safety Plan. We are not pro-active, we are reactive. Good survey.
What next?”

•

“The nature of the questions in this survey appears to be skewed to insinuate that
without a written assessment plan, schools are somehow negligent in protecting the
students and staff from violence. I find that some well-written threat assessment plans
look good on paper but have serious gaps in application. In contrast, I find that years of
working to identify every hurting student individually and then reaching out to support
the child in need goes much further in avoiding violence than volumes of dialogue on
threat assessment. Great teachers and great principals know which children are hurting
and need our love and attention before they become a threat. On the very rare occasion
that we don't know the level of the threat, we rely on police intervention to use their
training to help determine the level of the threat and the necessary strategies to
reconnect with that student.”

•

“City manager, fire department and ambulance responder representatives were invited
part of the emergency plan team.”

•

“If the Building Administrator determines that a student is a potential threat, the
student is suspended from school until they submit to a threat assessment performed by
Stronghold Counseling in Sioux Falls. The District has a contract which covers four
assessments per year at a reduced price.”

34
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Summary
Chapter 4 presented data attained by superintendents on their perceptions of threat assessment
importance and effectiveness. It also outlined their use and the barriers which may impact their
successful implementation. Data indicated that most superintendents use some sort of threat assessment
approach but perhaps not a formal model. Superintendents also supported the importance of threat
assessment plans to a high degree and reported that their own threat assessment plans were effective,
however, to a lesser degree than importance. There appeared to be no barriers that heavily impacted
superintendents from implementing effective threat assessment plans. It is recommended that further
research be done on this important topic, perhaps a qualitative research design on the threat assessments
models that superintendents use and why.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Chapter 5 includes a summary of the purpose of the study, research questions, review of
literature, methodology, and findings. In addition, it includes discussion points from a presentation of
these findings at the Associated School Board of South Dakota and School Administrators of South
Dakota Joint Convention on August 6, 2021.
Purpose of the Study
Threat assessments are relatively new to South Dakota. The purpose of this study was to
determine superintendents' perceptions of the importance and effectiveness of their threat assessment
procedures in South Dakota, which is a rural state. First, this study determined if superintendents
perceive it as important to have a threat assessment procedure. Second, the study determined to what
extent do superintendents use elements of threat assessment. Third, the study examined to what extent
do superintendents perceive the elements of their threat assessment as effective. Fourth, the study
determined if there is a relationship between superintendents' perception of the importance of threat
assessment procedures and the effectiveness of threat assessment procedures. Finally, the study
determined what superintendents perceive as barriers to implementing an effective threat assessment.
Research Questions
The study was guided by the following research questions, which were created by the researcher
after a review of the literature.
1. To what extent do superintendents view threat assessment procedures as important?
2. To what extent do superintendents use elements of threat assessment?
3. To what extent do superintendents perceive the elements of their threat assessment as effective?
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4. To what extent is there a relationship between superintendents’ perception of the importance of
threat assessment procedures and the effectiveness of the threat assessment procedures they
have implemented?
5. What are the barriers that superintendents perceive in implementing an effective threat
assessment plan?
Literature Review
Each day school districts throughout the United States are responsible for the safety and
instruction of millions of students. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2019)
there have been more than 130 shootings at K-12 public schools since 2000. These shootings have
occurred in 43 of 50 states and injured or killed hundreds of students and staff. Superintendents must
find ways to create schools where positive culture is valued by both staff and students. Lenihan (2019)
added having trusted adults in place and creating a school with positive culture including threat
assessment and other emergency measures are important steps to reducing school violence. Students
remain the most important contributor to school safety in that they are generally the first to know if other
students are exhibiting threatening behaviors or mannerisms in or out of school. The Federal
Government provides funding opportunities from the US Department of Justice, Department of
Homeland Security, and the US Department of Education to states to provide initiatives to reduce school
violence. For example, the National Institute of Justice (NIJ) developed a Comprehensive School Safety
Initiative in consultation with federal partners and Congress. It is a researched-focused initiative to study
safety models and develop improved strategies for school safety. Areas that are often studied in these
funding opportunities include behavioral and mental health, safety and security, and climate and culture
(USDOJ, 2014). Cornell (2010) advocated that threat assessment is a form of violence prevention and
contains four basic steps: to identify threats, evaluate the seriousness of the threat, intervene to reduce
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the risk of violence, and follow up to monitor the effectiveness of the plan. These findings underscore
the need to prevent violence in schools.
Methodology
The study was conducted via an electronic survey instrument to 149 superintendents across
South Dakota. Following permission from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the Qualtrics survey
was sent out through the South Dakota K-12 data email system. The survey evaluated superintendents'
perceptions of threat assessment and potential barriers to their implementation.
Findings
The following findings emerged from the study.
1. Superintendents perceived that all threat assessment procedures are important. This item was
reinforced through testimonials by superintendents during a presentation at the Associated
School Boards of South Dakota/School Administrators of South Dakota Joint Convention on
August 6, 2021.
2. Superintendents perceived that their overall threat assessment procedures are effective. When
asked to evaluate their own threat assessment procedures to distinguish potential threats,
superintendent perceived their plans as moderately effective. This confirms to the researcher
that superintendents feel their own plans are effective but could use some boosting.
3. Superintendents' responses demonstrated a positive correlation between their perceptions of
threat assessment importance and the perceived effectiveness of their own plans. Upon
investigation, the statistical breakdown of importance and effectiveness suggests that three of
the four threat assessment procedures indicated there was a relationship between the
importance and the effectiveness of identifying threats, the importance and effectiveness of
evaluating potential threats, and the importance of following up and evaluating your threat
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assessment plans. The only threat assessment procedure that did not have a relationship
between importance and effectiveness was to intervene to reduce the risk of potential
violence. Therefore, superintendents indicated that the importance of intervening to reduce
potential violence was extremely important, yet their own threat assessment plans very
effective. The spread of superintendents' responses was much greater in this category
showing they are not as consistent in their rating of this comparison. Perhaps there is a lack
of understanding or training in the area of threat assessment interventions that skewed
superintendents’ perceptions on this survey question.
4. Nearly 75% of superintendents reported having some sort of threat assessment as part of their
crisis plan. While this is a good percentage of schools it does leave nearly 25% of schools
without a threat assessment procedure in their school. An important takeaway may be that
since a minority of schools do not appear to a threat assessment procedure, perhaps they are
lacking the model or the needed guidance. Outside agencies such as the South Dakota
Department of Homeland Security provide trainings as well as offer threat assessment
models for schools to consider.
5. Superintendents reported the largest barriers to the implementation of effective threat
assessment procedures were time and training. In a follow-up with superintendents at the
ASBSD/SASD Joint Convention on August 6, 2021, it was confirmed by several members of
the audience that like many initiatives in schools anything that costs money or takes staff
time are challenges. Other participants noted that they would like to see the state offer a
model for all schools to consider using that would be free of charge.
6. When it came to members of the threat assessment team, superintendents reported the top
four preferences for members would be a principal, counselor, law enforcement, and teacher.
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Discussion
The results of this survey were shared at the Associated School Boards/School Administrators of
South Dakota Joint Convention on August 6, 2021. Audience members were made up of school
administrators and school board members. Data from the survey was shared and discussed in the open
forum and general comments were noted. Discussion around the area of small schools and available
resources to deal with threats was prevalent. While data suggested that most respondents reported
having a threat assessment plan, it was not determined which schools use threat assessment teams
specifically as outlined in the literature.
A question posed in the general discussion of this survey by a school board member was would
the results of this survey suggest that schools consider a sentinel program? The South Dakota school
sentinel program was passed by the State Legislature in 2015 and is the authorization of designated
school personnel to carry or have access to a handgun on school premises. It was noted that this study
did not address that question within the study, but other recent studies have addressed the use of the
program. A superintendent in attendance shared that his school is one of three schools in the state that
participate in the program. He noted that his school board thought that due to their location it would be a
good deterrent to an attacker.
Recommendation
The review of the literature indicated that effective threat assessment models are available for
schools to use in evaluating and preventing school violence. Survey results concluded that
superintendents in South Dakota perceive that threat assessment procedures are important.
Superintendents also perceived their own threat assessment procedures as effective, although to a lesser
degree than importance. This may suggest that practices are consistent between importance and
effectiveness and that school plans in safety are well established. Or data may suggest that further study
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is needed to determine if superintendents have the needed training and resources to be effective at
intervening in crisis. The missing link appears to be a model that is proven effective that superintendents
could use in the schools. School leaders should take action to put threat assessment models into use in
their schools as part of their emergency response plans. In the spring of 2021, South Dakota became the
most recent state to become involved in an initiative to provide threat assessment training and models to
South Dakota schools. Under this partnership, the State of South Dakota will provide up-to-date training
in threat assessment planning and procedures along with the use of the Virginia Threat Assessment
model developed by Dewey Cornell during the 2021 fall semester. This model is highly respected in the
threat assessment community. Superintendents in South Dakota will now have access to high-quality
training and resources in threat assessment which was a concern noted by several respondents in the
survey administered for this research project.
Further, in discussion with audience members at the ASBSD/SASD Joint Convention,
respondents asked "if schools would be required to participate in this state initiative and if there would
be costs associated with the program?” That is beyond the scope of this research project. It was
recommended that each school contact the Director of Public Safety, Office of Homeland Security
directly and discuss the state initiative in more detail. School safety remains of high interest among
superintendents and school officials. Threat assessment is relatively new to South Dakota schools. A
future research study may be conducted in other rural states like South Dakota to determine if
superintendents’ perceptions in those regions are similar or different than the outcomes of this study. A
future qualitative study may reveal important details such as why intervention effectiveness numbers
may not mirror importance numbers, what training have schools provided staff, or what threat
assessment models schools use and why.
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Matrix of Literature and Research Informing Survey Questions
Research Questions
1. To what extent do
superintendents in
South Dakota view
having a threat
assessment procedure
as important?

Survey
Part A
Mean and Standard Deviation

2. To what extent do
superintendents in
South Dakota use
elements of threat
assessment?

Part C
Frequency and Percentages

3. To what extent do
superintendents
perceive the elements
of their threat
assessment effective?

Part B
Mean and standard deviation

4. To what extent is
there a relationship
between
superintendents’
perception of the
importance of threat
assessment and their
use of elements of
threat assessment
procedures?

Part A, B
Importance and effectiveness
will be measured using the
Spearman’s Correlational
Coefficient
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5. What are the barriers
that superintendents
perceive in
implementing an
effective threat
assessment plan?

Part D, E
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Appendix B
Superintendents’ Survey: Perceptions of Threat Assessment
Survey Questions
Thank you for participating in this study. This survey intends to gauge the perceptions of South Dakota
Superintendents in the areas of threat assessment and crisis planning in the school setting. For the
purpose of this survey, the following definitions will be used.
Crisis Plan- A crisis plan is the physical manifestation of crisis management with respect to the creation
of a real document – digital or otherwise – outlining a personal or organizational reaction to a crisis.
Threat Assessment- Threat Assessment is the practice of determining the credibility and seriousness of
a potential threat, as well as the probability that the threat will become a reality.
Threat Assessment Plan- Personnel assembled that use the written plan, paperwork, questions, etc. that
are used in determining risk.
Part A
How important is it to have the following as part of your threat assessment plan?

To identify potential threats

To evaluate and distinguish the seriousness of potential
threats

To intervene to reduce the risk of potential violence

1-extremely important__
2-very important__
3-moderately important__
4-slightll important__
5-not at all important__

1-extremely important__
2-very important__
3-moderately important__
4-slightly important__
5-not at all important__
1-extremely important__
2-very important__
3-moderately important__
4-slightly important__
5-not at all important__

USE OF THREAT ASSESSMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA SCHOOLS

1-extremely important__
2-very important__
3-moderately important__
4-slightly important__
5-not at all important

To follow up and re-evaluate your safety plan

Part B
Rate the effectiveness of the elements of your threat assessment plan.

In identifying potential threats

In evaluating and distinguishing between potential threats

In intervening to reduce potential violence
In following up and evaluating your district’s safety plan

1-extremely effective__
2-very effective__
3-moderately effective__
4-slightly effective__
5-not at all effective
1-extremely effective__
2-very effective__
3-moderately effective__
4-slightly effective__
5-not at all effective
1-extremely effective__
2-very effective__
3-moderately effective__
4-slightly effective__
5-not at all effective
1-extremely effective__
2-very effective__
3-moderately effective__
4-slightly effective__
5-not at all effective

Part C
Does your threat assessment plan include the following elements?
Yes
Threat Assessment is part of your district crisis
plan response.
Your school investigates potential threats but does
not use any formal model?
Your school has a written plan to identify threats?

No
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Your school’s written plan has a section
designated for evaluating and distinguishing the
seriousness of potential threats?
Your school has a written plan that identifies
intervention techniques to reduce potential
violence?
Your school’s written plan has a procedure for
evaluating your safety plan?
Part D
Rate the barriers to implementing an effective threat assessment plan.
Time

Cost

Not understanding what threat assessment is

Training

Community reaction

Lack of staff follow-through

Not a barrier
Somewhat a barrier
Neutral
Barrier
Major barrier
Not a barrier
Somewhat a barrier
Neutral
Barrier
Major barrier
Not a barrier
Somewhat a barrier
Neutral
Barrier
Major barrier
Not a barrier
Somewhat a barrier
Neutral
Barrier
Major barrier
Not a barrier
Somewhat a barrier
Neutral
Barrier
Major barrier
Not a barrier
Somewhat a barrier
Neutral
Barrier
Major barrier

49

USE OF THREAT ASSESSMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA SCHOOLS

50

Part E
Demographic Information
1. Which personnel should be part of your school district threat assessment team? (check all that
apply) School Resource Officer_____ Principal_____ Counselor_____ Social Worker_____
Teacher_____ Law Enforcement_____ County Attorney_____ Nurse_____ School
Psychologist_____ Other_____
2. What best describes your district size classification?
B_____

A_____

AA_____

3. How many years have you been a superintendent in your district?
1-5_____6-10_____11-15_____16-20_____21 or more_____
4. How many years have you been a superintendent in South Dakota?
1-5_____6-10_____11-15_____16-20_____21 or more_____

Any Additional Comments
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Appendix C
Informed Consent Letter
Dear Superintendent:
You are invited to participate in a research study that will require approximately ten minutes of your
time. The purpose of this survey is to collect information on South Dakota superintendents’ perceptions
and use of threat assessments. We are inviting you to be in this study because you are a district
superintendent in a public school in South Dakota. You have been selected to participate along with all
the other public-school superintendents in the state.
If you agree to participate, we would like you to complete an online survey. One part of the survey seeks
demographic information, another part asks you to identify your use of crisis plans and threat assessment
when dealing with risk assessment. There is no way for researchers or anyone else to link your responses
back to any individuals responding to this survey. Your responses to the survey will not be linked to
your computer, email address, or other electronic identifiers. Your responses will be returned directly to
the researcher. Please do not include your name or any other information that could be used to identify
you or your survey responses. Information provided in this survey can only be kept as secure as any
other online communications.
We will keep the information you provide anonymous. However, federal regulatory agencies and the
University of South Dakota Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approve research
studies) may inspect and copy records pertaining to this research. Your responses will be anonymous to
ensure that they cannot be linked to you. If we write a report about this study, we will do so in such a
way that you cannot be identified.
There are no known risks from being in this study, and you will not benefit personally. However, we
hope that others may benefit in the future from what we learn as a result of this study. We will send this
survey to all superintendents a second time two weeks from now in hopes that our participation rate is
high.
Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary. If you decide not to be in this study, or
if you stop participating at any time, you will not be penalized or lose any benefits for which you are
otherwise entitled. If you have questions, concerns, or complaints now or later, you may contact us at
the number below. If you have any questions about your rights as a human subject, complaints,
concerns, or wish to talk to someone independent of the research, please contact the Office for Human
Subjects Protections at (605) 677-6184.
Thank you for your time. By continuing with the research and completing the study activities, you are
providing consent.

Damon R. Alvey, doctoral student
damon.alvey@k12.sd.us
(605) 677-7000

Dr. Karen Card
University of South Dakota
(605) 677-5801
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Mental Health Assessment Report Template
Identifying Information
Give the student’s name, gender, age, grade, school, and other relevant identifying information.
Reason for Referral
State that this evaluation was requested by the school principal because the student made a threat of
violence that was judged to be a very serious, substantive threat. Describe the threat, including the exact
statement or threatening behavior, and where and when it took place.
Sources of Information
Describe or list the sources of information used in this report, including information from team
interviews with the student, witnesses, and parents, as well as any relevant records or psychological
tests.
Major Findings
Describe how the child presented and any important aspects of his or her mental state, including any
indications or markers of mental disorder requiring further evaluation or referral. Identify any stresses,
conflicts, or unmet needs that affect the child’s functioning or bear on the threat incident.
Review the child’s understanding of the threat and its meaning from his or her perspective. Note
whether the child has a history of violent or aggressive behavior, and any findings from the assessment
that raise concerns about the child’s potential for violence, such as access to firearms, peer
encouragement to fight, drug use, or inadequate home supervision.
Conclusions
In general, the mental health professional should not be expected to make a definitive statement that a
child is or is not dangerous; such statements go beyond current knowledge in the field of risk
assessment. The report may identify risk factors and protective factors, and express concerns where
there appear to be compelling risk factors.
The report should present recommendations aimed at reducing the risk of violence, and they might
convey the degree of concern about the potential for violence in general terms, recognizing that a precise
measure of risk is not feasible. In all cases, the goal is to reduce the risk of violence rather than to
predict violence.
Recommendations may include a wide range of strategies, but should address both any immediate safety
needs to protect potential victims and broader efforts to resolve conflicts or problems that precipitated
the threat.
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There are two basic types of recommendations. First are recommendations for school behavior support,
which are actions to be taken at school. The report should identify any signs of disability that would
indicate the need for further assessment, child study, or special education evaluation. Second, if
appropriate, the report may propose other recommendations for the parents to consider implementing
outside of school, such as seeking community-based services for their child.

USE OF THREAT ASSESSMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA SCHOOLS

78

BEHAVIOR INTERVENTION PLAN
For behavior interfering with the student’s learning or the learning of others
Confidential - For Teacher/Staff Use Only
See: www.pent.ca.gov for downloadable forms
This BIP attaches to:

IEP date:

________

504 plan date:

Team meeting date:

School Safety plan/Threat Assessment form: date:___________

Student Name

Today’s Date

Next Review Date

1. The behavior impeding learning is (describe what it looks like)

2. It impedes learning of self or others because

3. The need for a Behavior Intervention Plan

early stage intervention

moderate

serious

extreme

4. Frequency or intensity or duration of behavior
reported by

and/or

observed by

PREVENTION PART I: ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS AND NEEDED CHANGES
5. What are the predictors for the behavior? (Situations in which the behavior is likely to occur: people, time, place, subject,
etc.)

6. What supports the student using the problem behavior? (What is missing in the environment/curriculum or what is in the
environment curriculum that needs changing?)

Remove student’s need to use the problem behavior
7. What environmental changes, structure and supports are needed to remove the student’s need to use this behavior?

Who will establish?

Who will monitor?

ALTERNATIVES PART II: FUNCTIONAL FACTORS AND NEW BEHAVIORS TO SUPPORT
8. Team believes the behavior occurs because: (Function of behavior in terms of obtaining, protesting, or avoiding something)
Support an alternative behavior that meets same need
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9. What team believes the student should do instead of the problem behavior? (How should the student escape/protest/avoid
or get his/her need met in an acceptable way?)

10. What teaching strategies/curriculum/materials are needed to teach the alternative behavior?

By whom?

How frequent?

11. What are reinforcement procedures to use for establishing, maintaining, and generalizing the new behavior(s)?
Selection of reinforcer based on:
reinforcer for using replacement behavior

reinforcer for general increase in positive behaviors

By whom?

Frequency?

REACTIONS PART III: STRATEGIES FOR RESPONDING TO PROBLEM RECURRENCE
12. What strategies will be employed if the problem behavior occurs again? (Prompt student to switch to the replacement
behavior, review negative consequences of undesirable behavior)

Personnel?
OUTCOME PART IV: BEHAVIORAL GOALS
13. Behavioral Goal(s)

The above behavioral goal(s) are to:

Reduce frequency of problem behavior

Increase use of replacement behavior

Develop new general skills that remove student’s need to use the problem behavior
Conclusions
Are curriculum accommodations or modifications also necessary? Where described:

Yes

No

Are environmental supports/changes necessary?

Yes

No

Is reinforcement of alternative behavior alone enough (no new teaching is necessary)?

Yes

No

Are both teaching of new alternative behavior AND reinforcement needed?

Yes

No

This BSP to be coordinated with other agency’s service plans?

Yes

No

Person responsible for contact between agencies
COMMUNICATION PART V: COMMUNICATION PROVISIONS
14. Manner and frequency of communication, all participants:

Between?

Frequency?

USE OF THREAT ASSESSMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA SCHOOLS

PARTICIPATION PART VI: PARTICIPANTS IN PLAN DEVELOPMENT
Student:
Parent/Guardian:
Educator and Title:
Educator and Title:
Educator and Title:
Administrator:
Administrator:
Other:
Other:
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Superintendent Presentation for ASBSD/SASD Convention
Slide 1

___________________________________
Superintendents’ Perception
of Threat Assessment
Damon Alvey-Vermillion School District
Brett Garland-SD Dept of Public Safety, Office of Homeland Security

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Slide 2

Introduction and Purpose
• Introduction-Damon Alvey Superintendent Vermillion
School District, Brett Garland SD Dept of Public Safety,
Office of Homeland Security
• Purpose- Potential for school violence is real. Everyone
wants safe schools. Schools desire a threat assessment
model that is proven
• Dissertation study for doctoral program at USD
• Will share the results of state-wide superintendent survey
and other threat assessment data

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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What is Threat Assessment?
• Threat assessment is the practice of determining the credibility and seriousness of
a potential threat, as well as the probability that the threat will become a reality
(Wikipedia, 2021)
• Threat assessment is an especially appropriate strategy for schools since students
frequently engage in mild to more aggressive behavior or threats (Cornell,
Maeng,Burnette, Jia, Huang, Konald, Datta, Malone & Meyer, 2018)
• Threat assessment can assist schools in identifying and intervening with a wide
range of troubling or potentially violent situations.

• A threat assessment team is a group of officials that convene to identify,
evaluate, and address threats or potential threats to school security. Threat
assessment teams review incidents of threatening behavior by students, or other
individuals.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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School Violence
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___________________________________
___________________________________
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Research Questions
1. To what extent do schools in South Dakota utilize threat assessments when determining a risk?

___________________________________
___________________________________

2. To what extent do superintendents in South Dakota view threat assessment models as important?
3. To what extent is there a relationship between superintendent perception of importance and
effectiveness of threat assessments as part of a school’s crisis plan?

___________________________________

4. What are barriers that superintendents perceive in implementing an effective threat assessment
plan?

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Superintendents’ Perception of Importance
Q1 To identify potential threats (97%)

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Superintendents' Perception of Importance
Q2 To evaluate and distinguish the seriousness of
potential threats (95%)
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___________________________________
___________________________________
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Superintendents' Perception of Importance
Q3 To intervene to reduce the risk of potential
violence (95%)

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Superintendents' Perception of Importance
Q4 To follow up and re-evaluate your safety plan

___________________________________

(93%)

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

USE OF THREAT ASSESSMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA SCHOOLS

Slide 10

Superintendents’ Perception of Effectiveness
Q5 In identifying potential threats (56%)
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___________________________________
___________________________________
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Superintendents’ Perception of Effectiveness
Q6 In evaluating and distinguishing between
potential threats (51%)

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Superintendents’ Perception of Effectiveness
Q7 To intervene to reduce the risk of potential
violence (41%)

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Superintendents’ Perception of Effectiveness
Q8 To follow up and re-evaluate your safety plan (54%)
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___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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___________________________________
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Correlation of Superintendents' Perception of Importance and
Effectiveness

___________________________________

There is a positive correlation between 3 of the 4 questions of importance and effectiveness. In Q3 and Q7
superintendents indicated that the importance of intervening to reduce potential violence as very important, yet their
own threat assessment plans were considered not at all effective to very effective.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
Slide 15

Do schools in SD use threat assessment?
• Q9- Threat assessment is part of your district crisis plan? Yes-73% No-27%
• Q10- Your school investigates potential threats but does not use a formal threat
assessment model. Yes-78% No-22% (anecdotal-response-schools use own
systems or pieced together model)

___________________________________
___________________________________

• Q11- Your school has a written plan to identify threats. Yes-57% No-43%
• Q12- Your school’s written plan has a section designated to evaluating and
distinguishing the seriousness of threats. Yes-40% No-60%
• Q13- Your school has a written plan that identifies intervention techniques to
recuce potential violence. Yes-50% No-50%
• Q14-Your school’s written plan has procedure for evaluating your safety plan.
Yes-45% No-55%

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Barriers to Superintendents Implementing an
Effective Threat Assessment Plan (73%)
• Time
• Major Barrier- 32.95%
• Barrier- 40.91%
• Neutral- 13.64%
• Somewhat a Barrier- 9.09%
• Not a Barrier- 3.41%
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Barriers to Superintendents Implementing an
Effective Threat Assessment Plan (34%)
• Cost
• Major Barrier- 9.09%
• Barrier- 25.0%
• Neutral- 42.05%
• Somewhat a Barrier- %
• Not a Barrier- 18.19%

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Barriers to Superintendents Implementing an
Effective Threat Assessment Plan (39%)
• Not understanding what threat assessment is
• Major Barrier- 6.82%
• Barrier- 32.95%
• Neutral- 23.86%
• Somewhat a Barrier- 11.36%
• Not a Barrier- 25.0%

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Barriers to Superintendents Implementing an
Effective Threat Assessment Plan (64%)
• Training
• Major Barrier- 22.99%
• Barrier- 41.38%
• Neutral- 12.64%
• Somewhat a Barrier- 14.94%
• Not a Barrier- 8.05%
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Barriers to Superintendents Implementing an
Effective Threat Assessment Plan (32%)
• Community Reaction
• Major Barrier- 9.09%
• Barrier- 22.73%
• Neutral- 37.50%
• Somewhat a Barrier- 21.59%
• Not a Barrier- 21.59%

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Barriers to Superintendents Implementing an
Effective Threat Assessment Plan (42%)
• Lack of staff follow through
• Major Barrier- 6.83%
• Barrier- 35.23%
• Neutral- 28.41%
• Somewhat a Barrier- 17.05%
• Not a Barrier- 12.50%

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Which personnel should be a part of your
school’s threat assessment team?
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Demographics of Respondents
*Years of experience as superintendent in your district
56%- 1-5 years
28%- 6-10 years
6%- 11-15 years
5%- 16-20 years
3%- 21+ years

*School class size
Class B- 48%
Class A- 37%
Class AA-15%
71% of SD Superintendents responded to 25 question survey.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Who knows what information?
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___________________________________
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___________________________________
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What is threat assessment again?
• Threat assessment was developed by the Secret Service to protect
public officials who may receive threats.
• In response to school shootings in the 1990’s, government agencies,
law enforcement, and education officials began to study the use of
threat assessment in schools.
• It is a process of evaluating a threat and the circumstances around
a threat to determine if the threat were likely to be carried out.
• Following a 1999 FBI conference Dr. Dewey Cornell and colleagues
from the U of V developed the original threat assessment model;
later developing into the Comprehensive School Threat Assessment
Guidelines (CSTAG). (Cornell, 2020)

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Statistics related to violence in schools
• 2018 Research study of 1,865 K-12 threat cases in Virginia
schools(Cornell et. al) found
Male students 3x more likely to receive a threat assessment
than female students
Elementary students were the largest group (46%)to receive
threat assessment referrals
White students comprised the largest group to receive a threat
assessment
Special education students, while only 12% of the sample made
up 34% of the referrals
Only 3% of threats were attempted to be carried out

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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___________________________________

School Shootings Overview 1990-Present DHS

___________________________________
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___________________________________
___________________________________

South Dakota
School Safety
Center

___________________________________

Department of Public Safety,
Office of Homeland Security
Director Brett Garland

___________________________________

605-381-1814
brett.garland@state.sd.us

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
Slide 30

___________________________________

South Dakota
School Safety
Center

___________________________________

The South Dakota School Safety
Center, under the direction of the
Department of Public Safety,
Office of Homeland Security, was
created to promote a safe learning
environment for South Dakota
Schools. The Center serves as the
core for information, training,
technical support, and resources on
school safety for school faculty
and staff, students,
parents/guardians, law
enforcement, and mental health
professionals.

___________________________________
___________________________________
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Primary Goal: Establish and Train
Multi-Disciplinary Behavioral Threat
Assessment Teams

A multidisciplinary school threat assessment team
provides schools with a structured approach to identify
students exhibiting threatening or concerning behavior,
gather information to assess if the student poses a risk of
harm to him/herself or the school community, and
manage the risk through appropriate interventions,
resources, and supports.

___________________________________
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___________________________________
___________________________________

Dr. Dewey
Cornell,
University
of Virginia

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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___________________________________

Dr. Dewey Cornell
CSTAG Model

Comprehensive School Threat
Assessment Guidelines
• Dr. Cornell: Professor of Education in the Curry
School of Education and Human Development at
the University of Virginia.
• Director of the UVA Youth Violence Project
Dr. Cornell became interested in the prevention of
youth violence based on his experiences as a
forensic clinical psychologist evaluating and treating
violent offenders in the 1980s. He led the
development of threat assessment guidelines for
schools in 2001.

Model

Outcomes

• Established 2002

• 99% of threats not carried out

• Problem-solving approach to
violence prevention

• Suspension rates decreased

• Focus is on helping students in
distress
• Involves both assessment and
intervention

• Racial disparities reduced or
absent
• Counseling used more often

___________________________________
___________________________________

• More positive school climate

• Emphasizes non overreactionary discipline

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Dr. Dewey Cornell/CSTAG Decision Tree

92

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

34

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
Slide 35

Wrap Up
• My study concluded that superintendents in SD perceive that threat
assessments are very important and that their threat assessment plans
are effective, although rated slightly lower.
• Time and training were rated the two highest barriers to implementing
effective threat assessment plans.
• Threat assessment plans (CSTAG by Dr. Dewey Cornell) are considered
an appropriate and effective measure to reduce potential violence in
schools (Transient & substantive threats).
• Threat assessment teams look different in each school, but a diverse
group of school officials and other agencies with expertise can add
value.
• The SD Dept of Public Safety, Office of Homeland Security is available
to assist in questions and help.

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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Threat Assessment: What schools should know

___________________________________
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___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
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USE OF THREAT ASSESSMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA SCHOOLS

Slide 37

Resources
• https://youtu.be/9qyD7vjVfLI
• US Dept of Homeland Security Homeland Security | Home (dhs.gov)
• Published in 2002, the Safe School Initiative (SSI) (1.64MB PDF) examined 37 incidents of targeted
violence that occurred at elementary and secondary schools to analyze the thinking and behavior
of students who commit these attacks. The report, and accompanying guide, served as the
impetus for establishing threat assessment programs in schools.

• In 2008, the agencies released the Bystander Study (1.36MB PDF), a report that explored
a key SSI finding that prior to most attacks, other students knew of the attackers’ plans,
yet most did not report it to an adult. The report highlighted the importance of creating
safe school climates in which students are empowered to share their concerns.
• The tragic events of the February 14, 2018 shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland,
Florida, and the May 18, 2018 shooting at Santa Fe High School in Santa Fe, Texas, demonstrated the
ongoing need to provide leadership in preventing future school attacks. Enhancing School Safety Using a
Threat Assessment Model .
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